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Reordering the material of the past: gender and the 
morality of things in early postwar Germany 
Natalie SCHOLZ 
Gender, material culture, and the legacy of the Nazi past 
In recent years, the category of gender has played an increasingly 
important role in scholarly debates about postwar Germans’ 
contradictory efforts to deal with the Nazi past. Historians have argued 
that the breakdown of National Socialist society produced an acute 
crisis of masculinity, and made it a challenge to rebuild some form of 
male authority. Various studies have shown how in Germany, after the 
war, women were regarded both as guilty of sexual treason in the 
context of defeat, and as icons of moral purity, untainted by the Nazi 
crimes. During the postwar years, women’s own participation in the 
Nazi regime was systematically ignored in representations of and 
debates about the country’s National Socialist legacy; they were given 
the responsibility of cleaning up the mess, literally and figuratively, of 
ensuring a new start, and of helping men to come to terms with their 
past. Elizabeth Heinemann has highlighted the figure of the “rubble 
woman” as a prime example of this view. Some of the most famous of 
the so-called “rubble-films” [Trümmerfilme], the predominant film genre 
of the occupation period, have also been cited in both historical and 
film studies as exemplifying this tendency.1  
In this strand of gender history and film studies however, the 
materiality of everyday life implicated in these strategies to deal with 
  
1  See Moeller 1998; Carter 2000; Pinkert 2008a and, including a more extensive 
bibliography, Heineman 2005. With a focus on the western part of Germany see 
Brauerhoch 2006; Biess 2001 and the seminal Heineman 1996. I am indebted to 
NIAS for granting me the research time to work on this article.   
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the past has largely been reduced to either its practical or its symbolic 
(and cinematic) dimensions.2 Material objects, however, derive their 
contradictory and emotional meanings not only from discourses and 
representations but also from the bodily or sensual interactions 
between people, places and objects, thereby becoming “tangible 
events”.3 This article sets out to revisit the scholarly debate on gender 
and the legacy of the Nazi past in postwar Germany, by working with 
such an anthropological understanding of material objects.    
In order to do so, we have first to become aware of the Third 
Reich’s material culture broadly speaking, and to think of it as an 
important part of the difficult past Germans were confronted with 
after the end of the war. The National Socialist regime had set out to 
redesign all of German society, public and private spaces, both 
materially and aesthetically, in order to build a greater German Empire 
and transform it into an “Aryan” space.4 This implied reconfiguring the 
domestic sphere as well as the destruction and the dispossession of 
property owned by Jews (and at times other “non-Germans”) and its 
redistribution among “Aryan” men and women. Both German soldiers 
and German women took part in the violent Germanization policy in 
the Reich’s new territories, appropriating apartments and making 
themselves proper German homes in occupied foreign countries.  
How can we grasp the moral and emotional legacy that this 
politicized material culture of the Third Reich left postwar Germans 
to deal with, and how did this legacy affect postwar gender relations? 
While a growing body of work on postwar German memory culture 
focusses on the Third Reich’s built environment, the category of 
gender has not been at the center of attention.5 Furthermore, 
publications on the postwar ramifications of “Aryanization” have 
concentrated on (financial) restitution, with no special consideration 
  
2  A recent exception is Evans 2011.  
3  Jones 2010; Auslander 2005; Miller 1987. The expression “tangible events” 
comes from Beek 1996. 
4  See among others Taylor & Will 1990; Brockhaus 1997; Bajohr 2002a; 
Baranowski 2004; Hagen 2004; Betts 2005; Reagin 2007; Harvey 2003; Majer 
2003; Schäfer 2009; Birdsall 2012; Szeijnmann 2012. My view on the Third 
Reich’s culture is also inspired by Confino 2009.  
5  Koshar 2000; Rieger 2007. 
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paid to the cultural problem of materiality. The Nazification of 
domestic space has generally been neglected in reflections on the way 
Germans handled the aftermath of the Third Reich. 
Franziska Becker’s study of the small southern German village of 
Baisingen, however, forms a notable exception.  Becker demonstrates 
how the process of “Aryanizing” Jewish property sealed the 
separation between “Aryans” and “Jews”. At the same time, it linked 
both groups beyond death, through the resulting presence in “Aryan” 
households of objects formerly owned by Jews.6 Both women and 
men were involved. Indeed, German women often appear in the 
restitution files studied by Becker as the domestic “experts” on the 
dispossessed everyday objects they owned, regularly distorting reality 
in their statements in order to minimize their responsibility.7  
Guilt, shame and complicity meant the problem was not written or 
even talked about much after the war.8 In feature films, however, the 
relationship between people and things inevitably becomes part of the 
emotional drama of the cinematic story, even if it is not the obvious 
theme of the plot. This article therefore focuses on two rubble films, 
The Murderers Are Among Us and Between Yesterday and Tomorrow, in order 
to explore how these films deal with the legacy of Nazi material culture 
in gendered terms.9 Cinema both invests material objects with affect 
and renders the phenomenal world to the viewer.10 In this capacity, 
cinema arguably captures more accurately than any other medium the 
manner in which material objects become charged with affect and 
meaning in everyday life. I therefore suggest we take the objects on 
screen seriously as “tangible events”, relating to the challenge posed by 
the disrupted order of things in postwar Germany, including the legacy 
of dispossession and “Aryanization” of German space. In so doing, 
  
6  Becker 1994.  
7  Becker 1994: 84-91. 
8  Bajohr 2002b: 50, footnote 27. See more generally Rahden 2009 on how the Nazi 
past left its imprint on the difficulties postwar Germans had in communicating 
with each other. 
9  Die Mörder sind unter uns (Germany 1946, Deutsche Film AG, East Berlin, directed 
by Wolfgang Staudte); Zwischen gestern und morgen (Germany 1947, Neue Deutsche 
Filmgesellschaft, Munich, directed by Harald Braun).  
10  Stern 2001: 334.  
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this article adds a new dimension to the various insightful ways in 
which the rubble films have so far been examined.  
Trümmerfilme have played a significant role in historians’ as well as 
film scholars’ discussions about Germans’ efforts to confront the 
Nazi past.11 Women scholars in particular have brought the strongly 
gendered structure of many of those films to the fore. The first 
postwar German film, The Murderers Are Among Us, has attracted 
particularly intense scholarly attention, underlining its model function 
for many of the rubble films that were subsequently produced. First 
Erica Carter and later Anke Pinkert have shown how, in this film, the 
figure of the morally innocent woman, who suppresses her own past 
and “erases the traces of war” with her physical labour, served to 
“facilitate [the] process of male remembering” and to “shore up the 
ruins of a war-damaged masculinity”.12 Furthermore, the rubble 
landscape on screen has been interpreted both as a metaphor for the 
complete breakdown of German society and as a contribution to 
experimenting with different cinematic forms of perception.13 In 
Between Yesterday and Tomorrow, scholars have similarly spotlighted the 
perception of the rubble, the flashbacks of the bombings and the 
mnemonic aspects of the hotel and cityscape.14 Yet this film is a 
particularly interesting additional case for this article for two other 
reasons. First, it contains a similar gender structure to that of The 
Murderers Are Among Us.15 Second, while authors have noticed that the 
film’s storyline is activated by a specific object, they have not 
considered the broader implications of this object’s materiality in the 
way this article sets out to do.  
Focusing on how women, men and objects interact on screen 
makes it possible to discern how meaning is produced through this 
interaction. It will reveal that both films can also be read as cinematic 
  
11  See Shandley 2001; Weckel 2003.  
12  Carter 2000: 102 and Pinkert 2008a: 133, see also Weckel 2000. On gender and 
rubble films see also Fisher 2007 and Baer 2009. 
13  Habib 2007; Groß 2010; Fisher 2005. Robert Shandley compares the staging of 
the rubble in The Murderers Are among Us with John Ford’s Westerns and calls the 
rubble landscape a “lawless wasteland”, Shandley 2001: 32-22. 
14  See Fisher 2005; Fay 2008; Fisher 2009; Groß 2010.  
15  This has been noted by Carter 2000. 
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reflections on the problem of the morally troubling material presence 
of the National Socialist past. As it turns out, the intricate challenge 
of reordering the material of the past also entailed reordering the 
relationship between men and women.  
Two films, three entrances, and the material burden of the past 
Three cinematic entrances. Two of these entrances take place in the 
narrated (diegetic) time of 1946/1947: in the first example, a woman 
who has been in a concentration camp arrives at a Berlin railway 
station; she walks through the city’s rubble to the building where she 
used to live, talks to her friend, the old optician, in his shop on the 
ground floor, climbs the stairs, enters her old apartment and discovers 
that it is occupied by a stranger. This comes at the beginning of the 
film The Murderers Are Among Us.16 In the second case, a man, an artist 
who was forced to emigrate, arrives at the central station in Munich, 
wanders through the rubble, enters the Palasthotel through the front 
door, only to find a pile of stones behind the facade, then talks to a 
woman searching for something in the rubble, and turns to the 
concierge. This is the opening sequence of Between Yesterday and 
Tomorrow. In each of these cases, we follow these people and look as if 
through their eyes at the cityscape in ruins, punctuated by wandering 
and ragged people. Isolated icons of the idyllic prewar Germany pop 
up, like the church spire behind the ruins of Munich, or the poster of 
an old city square on a wall amid the rubble in Berlin.  
The third entrance takes place in the diegetic time of March 
1938.17 We see a woman entering the lobby of the Palasthotel 
through the revolving door, looking around with a frightened air. She 
approaches reception to ask for a room. The hotel manager hesitates, 
referring to the “regulations”, but complies with her request. Shortly 
afterwards, the woman stands in the doorway of an elegant hotel 
  
16  This sequence is preceded only by a skew-angle close-up shot on two graves with 
a steel helmet and a crucifix on top, which then evolves into a long shot on a 
street in rubble with Mertens approaching the viewer, looking around and 
entering a bar, all accompanied by cheap piano bar music.   
17  Even the exact date is specified in dialogue: March 22nd 1938. 
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room. She takes deep breaths while looking around, walks on the 
thick carpet towards the curtain and turns on a light, walks towards 
the desk and turns on another light, sits down on the desk and smiles, 
walks into the bathroom, looks around smiling, turns on the water, 
feels the water, dries her hands and sits down on the edge of the 
bathtub, taking it all in. These moments take place in the middle of 
the film Between Yesterday and Tomorrow. They are part of a flashback, 
introduced as a memory of the hotel manager of the Palasthotel, one 
that finally discloses the central element of the plot.   
Each of these three entrances shows people coming back into a 
world and material surroundings that had forcibly excluded them, but 
only in the third does the entrance of the Jewish woman Nelly 
Dreyfuss involve mortal danger. In 1938, her appearance in the public 
space of the hotel has a ghostlike quality. The carpet she walks on, the 
desk and the chair she sits on, the water-tap she uses, are not supposed 
to be used and touched by her.18 As she tentatively connects with the 
material surroundings, it becomes apparent that these surroundings 
have already taken on a new meaning on account of her exclusion. The 
building and the objects within it have already silently registered the 
absence of Jews. Her presence disturbs the order of things operating in 
1938, it disturbs the unspoken rules by which people and things 
interact. Nelly Dreyfuss dies the night after she enters the hotel, 
throwing herself from the top of the staircase, choosing death in order 
to escape her imminent arrest by the Gestapo.  
The main storyline of Between Yesterday and Tomorrow takes place in 
the postwar present of 1947, and recounts the return of a caricaturist, 
Michael Rott, searching for the German woman, Annette Rodenwald, 
with whom he was in love when he had to leave the country in March 
1938. Instead of love, he finds rejection, unfriendliness, evasion and 
an attitude of mistrust towards him by the people he meets in the 
hotel: the concierge, and Annette herself who has married the hotel 
manager, Ebeling, after having had no further news of Rott. What 
does this story about a returning émigré’s experience have to do with 
  
18  On the exclusion of Jews from hotels and other public spaces see Bajohr 2003, 
Kaplan 1998: 17-49. In Munich the exclusion of Jews from public baths began in 
1935. See Hanke 1967: passim and 139. 
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material culture? In this case, an object, or rather its absence functions 
alongside the partly-destroyed hotel as a mnemonic site for the 
person returning.19 The flashback that introduces Nelly Dreyfuss also 
introduces the reason for the distrust Rott encounters from Annette 
and Ebeling: a necklace belonging to Nelly Dreyfuss disappeared on 
the same night that she died and Rott left. Ebeling accuses Rott of 
having betrayed Nelly Dreyfuss to the police in order to steal the 
necklace. Rott, who had had to flee from the Gestapo for political 
reasons, thus finds himself accused of complicity in the persecution 
of the Jewish woman, a crime supposedly committed for the base 
motive of enriching himself.  
In fact, the necklace in question has already appeared once on 
screen, before the flashback introducing Nelly Dreyfuss. Kat, the 
young woman whom Rott encounters at the very beginning, is 
looking for it in the rubble. (It will become clear only at the very end 
of the film how she knows about its location.) In a scene preceding 
the flashback, she discovers the box in a steel locker, opens it and an 
extreme close-up shot on the jewelry, accompanied by dramatic 
music, marks the moment of her triumph and accentuates her hopes 
for a better future, directly linked to her appropriation of this artifact. 
(fig. 1 & 2) As the single mother of a son, living in meagre 
circumstances, she intends to improve her living conditions by selling 
the necklace on the black market. This is the first scene in which the 
necklace becomes the central object of attention; the second comes in 
the flashback: Nelly Dreyfuss entrusts the manager with her necklace, 
explaining why she has had to come out of hiding and see her former 
husband, a German actor named Corty, despite the danger. While she 
describes how she feels being banished from everything that used to 
be her life, she constantly touches and moves the necklace in her 
hands, and concludes:  
Just once, I needed to relive my life for a while, I needed to be 
surrounded by light and, maybe it sounds silly, I needed to wear my 
clothes feel carpets under my feet and … see my husband. (fig. 3) 
  
19  On the link between rubble and flashbacks see Fisher 2009. 
















Fig. 1. Kat finds the 





























Fig. 3. Nelly Dreyfuss 
holding her jewellery. 
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In these and subsequent moments of the film, the necklace is 
laden with meaning, through the bodily interaction between the 
object and the characters, through the emotions that inform this 
interaction, as well as through other forms of cinematic and theatrical 
staging, such as close-ups and music. Thus the necklace becomes a 
highly charged object, a silent witness testifying to Nelly’s suffering, 
exclusion and death, but also testifying to the problem of complicity 
and guilt which the other characters of the story face in different 
ways related to this object’s history. In the course of the film, the 
necklace becomes a material legacy, around whose deeply disturbing 
presence the whole story of the film is organized.20  
Once Kat learns more about Rott’s problem, she solves it by 
getting the jewelry back from the black market and by placing it in the 
hands of Annette (Rott’s former lover), as proof of his 
trustworthiness. On the one hand, this act foregrounds Kat as the 
quintessentially innocent and optimistic female character, who rolls 
up her sleeves to build a new life. As she intuitively reorders the 
material of the past, putting things back where they belong, in order 
to liberate Rott from a heavy burden, she opens up the path to a 
better future they might embark upon together.  
On the other hand though, nothing is solved by this act. In the 
hands of Rott’s former lover, the necklace has certainly not arrived 
where it belongs. In fact, it belongs to no one any more. Kat herself is 
deeply troubled by her own retrieving and selling of the necklace. “You 
get into something and suddenly you are in the middle of it, but now I 
know it was wrong” she says and runs to the site where she had found 
  
20  Among the recent interpretations, only Robert Shandley pays close attention to 
the Jewish character’s necklace, which in his view is a “signifier for Dreyfuss” 
and “functions as a currency, always borrowed from her even after she is dead.” 
See Shandley 2001: 66. In 1948, at least one reviewer, the liberal journalist Dolf 
Sternberger, acknowledged the central importance of the necklace for the 
storyline of the film when he explained: “A necklace, a piece of jewelry that is 
dug out today from underneath the rubble, functions as a guidepost of memory.” 
Sternberger 1948 (March): 99. Another review in the Filmpost-Magazin 
surprisingly focused on a completely different object, a chair that had furnished 
the real Palasthotel-lobby, survived the war and was used by the film crew for the 
set of the flashbacks. See Fries 1948, cited in Fisher 2009: 329. 
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the jewelry. The last shot shows her leaning over the steel locker in the 
rubble of the hotel, crying desperately as Rott approaches to console 
her. Kat’s desperation seems to be about the impossibility of 
disentangling the hopelessly tangled constellation of loss, survival and 
guilt in a world in which both the material and the moral order of 
things has been disrupted. Only in the very last moments do the music, 
and the couple’s demeanor change from dramatic to more cheerful, 
hinting at the possibility of their future life together.  
When Michal Rott and Nelly Dreyfuss re-enter the spaces they were 
forced to leave, they both experience social rejection due to the way 
National Socialist society had reshaped the relation between people, 
places and objects. Susanne Wallner, the concentration camp survivor 
of The Murderers Are Among Us, faces yet another kind of rejection. 
Hans Mertens, a former Wehrmacht soldier, lives in her disheveled and 
partly damaged, but still fully furnished Berlin apartment. The two 
main characters meet for the first time when she attempts to enter and 
reappropriate her living space and her domestic objects. In a six-
minute-long sequence, the relation between Mertens and Wallner is 
negotiated through their relation to the space of the apartment.  
 
 
Fig. 4. Mertens finds a camera in the chest of drawers. 
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The spectator’s first view inside the apartment shows Mertens 
rummaging through a cupboard, nervously searching for something. 
Finally, he pulls a camera out of a chest of drawers, simultaneously 
hearing a knock at the door. He looks for a short moment directly into 
the film camera. Then he stands up, lets the camera slide into the 
pocket of his jacket, and opens the apartment door. At the end of the 
following dialogue, we see Mertens pulling the camera out of his 
jacket and placing it on a cabinet in the corridor while leaving the 
apartment. The film camera then zooms in on the camera on the 
cabinet. In the subsequent scene, we learn that Mertens had wanted 
to sell the camera to a girl at a night club. When she complains that it 
was “mean” of him not to bring the camera, he replies: “It would 
have been even meaner, if I had brought the camera. It always 
depends on the point of view.” 
In both films, the moment at which the main characters reenter 
the space they had left is linked to another main character searching 
for an object that belongs to a victim of the regime. They are both 
about to sell these objects on the black market, but reverse their 
intended action. The ambivalent ownership status of these “stranded 
objects”21 casts a shadow on the stories and is related to the  
– general – problem of poisoned social relationships in the aftermath 
of the Nazi regime’s politics of exclusion, genocide and war. If in the 
two films these relationships appear heavily burdened by the past in 
an ultimately inscrutable way, the stranded objects embody the 
material presence of this burden.  
  
21  Eric Santner’s concept of “stranded objects” stems from Donald Winnicott’s 
“transitional objects” in early childhood. Transitional objects become “stranded”, 
when they lose their original meaning and transform into means of denying the 
loss or separation. For Santner, however, these objects are not necessarily 
material in nature. Transposed to the reality of collective and cultural experience 
in postwar Germany of the 1980s, the equivalent of the “stranded objects” are 
the symbolic elements of a “poisoned cultural reservoir”. Santner 1990: 25-26 
and 45. 
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Postwar domesticity:  
sweeping away one past and stirring up the other 
Standing in front of the apartment door, just after Mertens, still out 
of her sight, has put the camera into his pocket, Susanne Wallner 
introduces herself as the “owner” of the apartment, to which Mertens 
replies confusingly that he himself is the owner, and she may only 
have been the tenant of the place that actually belongs to the landlord. 
When she insists she wants to live there and that she has a “right” to 
do so, namely a “valid tenancy agreement”, he invites her to enter the 
apartment and to look through the shattered window onto the rubble 
of the city. He accuses her of having been absent when “all hell broke 
loose” and the victims were buried right where they were found. 
“They all have a valid tenancy agreement, a final agreement” he says, 
and asks her where she has been, suggesting it was “in a safe place” 
(“in Sicherheit”).  
With Susanne’s answer: “Yes, I was in a safe place. If you want to 
call it that” a decisive shift for the whole narrative takes place. She, 
the unspecified victim returning to her home, decides to accept 
Mertens’ language and not to talk about her experience of being in a 
concentration camp, but rather to call it “a safe place”. She then 
directs her attention to the apartment’s poor material condition, and 
suggests a practical solution to their problem: she will move into a 
small room in the apartment, allowing Mertens to stay for a while. 
His subsequent neurotic reaction already indicates his torment caused 
by traumatic memories of war atrocities. Susanne will eventually help 
him to overcome his affliction and return to a productive life as a 
physician. She starts out as a possibly Jewish22 victim of the regime, 
  
22  Her obviously close relation to the optician Mondschein, who himself is 
implicitly, yet more clearly identified as Jewish, may be seen as the strongest 
indication of her Jewishness. Her outward appearance, however (Susanne is 
played by the German actress Hildegard Knef), her bright skin and blond hair, 
must have counteracted this association for the contemporary viewer used to 
Nazi racial stereotypes. Weckel has pointed to the fact that in the original script 
Susanne is identified as a (possible) communist, see Weckel 2000: 108. I would 
still underline the importance of the ambivalence about this question, since it 
keeps the possibility of her Jewishness open. The problem of dispossession can 
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anxiously facing a new beginning, and turns into the quintessential 
pragmatic and selfless woman in the course of negotiating the right to 
use her own – former – space and property. As her victimhood is 
almost completely effaced from the screen, what remains is the 
presence of the furnished apartment itself, with its known 
problematic legacy and unclear ownership status. 
Both films show how the relationship between men and women was 
not only deeply intertwined with the problem of the materialized moral 
and emotional weight of the past, but that this relationship also holds a 
possible key for leaving this past behind. Yet this key, namely women’s 
hands-on and forward-looking relationship to the material world, 
combined with the altruistic focus on the male character’s inner life and 
consciousness, is itself not void of political and moral ambivalence. The 
female act of cleaning up the material remnants of the past in order to 
turn them into practical tools for creating a newly ordered life is shown, 
albeit in different ways, to be mixed up with the legacy of the Nazi past. 
Kat morally “soils” her hands by selling the necklace to build a better 
home for herself and her son, unknowingly repeating the act of 
dispossession. Susanne’s case is more ambivalent than that.  
Throughout the rest of the film, the relationship between Susanne 
and Mertens evolves precariously within their shared living space. 
Susanne starts sweeping up the debris and quickly transforms the place 
into a tidy and functioning apartment; she even cooks dinner for 
Mertens and herself. Mertens spends his time outside, drinking in bars 
and night clubs. As they grow closer, however, he also criticizes her 
attempts to reorder the place materially. When Susanne discovers the 
letter of a supposedly dead comrade of Mertens, Captain Brückner, she 
takes it to the comrade’s wife’s house, thereby following, against 
Mertens’ will, the principle according to which every “thing” has to be 
back where it belongs. Brückner is not only alive, but also, as will 
become clear in the end, responsible for the war crime that Mertens has 
witnessed, or even participated in. In the postwar present, Brückner 
makes his money from a factory that converts army steel helmets into 
cooking pots. He also has a perfectly intact, well ordered German home. 
  
apply either way as communists were also stripped of basic civil and property 
rights, see Hanke 1967: 290.  





Fig. 5. The Christmas tree on the chest of drawers. 
 
 
Fig. 6. The Christmas star/Star of David in the snow. 
94      Natalie Scholz 
 
 
Although Susanne’s enthusiastic domestic activities are certainly 
aimed at building a new life that will enable both of them to start 
anew in postwar Germany, the domestic order’s mise en scène 
introduces additional layers of meaning in the film. One way to 
interpret why Susanne, as Erica Carter aptly put it “cleans her flat 
with a gusto that borders on the obsessional”,23 may be to regard it as 
an effort to neutralize the problematic material surroundings. In 
other words, the cleaning and reordering may be seen as an attempt 
not only to clear away the effects of the bombing, but also to rub off 
the patina of her victimhood, dispossession and exclusion, to wipe 
away the uncomfortable presence of her past in the shared place. 
Susanne’s establishment of a new material order has, however, 
seemingly paradoxical consequences. When she finds Brückner’s 
letter on the floor, while tidying up the room, she stirs up Mertens’ 
own troubling past, which he is desperately trying to escape. Later on, 
she discovers Mertens’ diary in the apartment; this discovery finally 
allows her to understand his inner torment in relation to the past and 
to Brückner, and later motivates her to prevent him from shooting 
his former captain.  
Furthermore, the film sets the domestic order Susanne attempts 
to create in their shared dwelling in proximity with Brückner’s 
domestic order, which is in turn associated with the Nazi past. There 
is a thematic and visual parallel between Susanne’s attempts to tidy up 
her apartment and Brückner’s perfect bourgeois family home, with 
the latter verging on the satirical. We see Susanne, wearing a 
headscarf, cleaning the flat and arranging its objects in a self-assured 
way, then we see Captain Brückner’s wife, taking off her own 
cleaning scarf when receiving Susanne in an almost annoyingly self-
assured manner. Another visual parallel is produced through shots 
focusing on both homes’ dining tables laid with tablecloth and neatly 
arranged porcelain dishes. Moreover, Mertens complains to the 
optician Mondschein about how Susanne is “re-establishing 
bourgeois order” in his apartment, emphasizing sarcastically that 
“everything is always perfect [in Ordnung] at a philistine’s place”. 
These comments not only indicate Mertens’ sceptical attitude towards 
  
23  Carter 2000: 101. 
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Susanne’s tidying activities, but also correspond to Brückner’s habit 
of praising his own apartment as “absolutely perfect” (“tip top in 
Ordnung”) when talking to Mertens.  
Mertens’ final confrontation with Brückner is triggered through a 
symbolically highly charged domestic object: the Christmas tree. A 
single shot of the Christmas tree, standing on the chest of drawers, is 
followed by Mertens’ odd question, whether the tree “is meant to stay 
in the room?” As Susanne talks about her happy memories attached 
to it, Mertens remarks in a cynical voice about “the right mood” the 
tree produces. In the final flashback, Brückner’s order for a mass 
killing of civilians on the Eastern front is interwoven with the 
decoration of the company’s Christmas tree. When Mertens asks 
Brückner to spare the civilians, he ignores the request and instead 
tells Mertens to organize the Christmas Star for the tree. There 
follows the image of the group of civilians being shot and falling to 
the ground, a scene accompanied by a classic German Christmas 
carol; then a man’s, presumably Mertens’, back and right arm is 
shown from behind in an extreme close-up, as he crumples the 
Christmas Star in his right hand and drops it to the snowy ground at 
the exact moment the Christmas carol ends. On closer inspection of 
the subsequent close-up of the star, it becomes clear that the 
Christmas Star has the form of the Star of David.24  
Although we cannot know for sure if the contemporary viewer 
could identify the shape of the star of David in the brief moment it is 
visible on screen, its presence in the film at this pivotal moment may be 
seen as underlining the subliminal consciousness of the murder of the 
Jews. Other signs of this consciousness include the newspaper headline 
“2 million gassed” on Brückner’s breakfast table, or the piece of gas 
pipe Mertens uses to save a child from asphyxia.25 The obligation for 
Jews to wear the yellow badge in the shape of a Star of David marked a 
culmination in the history of the exclusion of the Jews from the 
  
24  Pinkert 2008b: 40. 
25  I agree with Pinkert’s assertion that “although the film avoids addressing the 
mass annihilation of the Jews, the issue is nevertheless the fundamental, albeit not 
fully articulated, not quite remembered, not quite forgotten, knowledge of the 
film,” Pinkert 2008b: 35f. 
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“Aryanized” German space. Introduced in the German Reich in 
September 1941, when the practice of exclusion had already evolved 
into the practice of mass deportations, the yellow badge suddenly 
rendered Jews, most of whom in the words of contemporaries “had 
just disappeared one day”, visible again on the street.26 The star made 
the practice of exclusion yet more humiliating and dangerous for the 
remaining Jews, but at the same time also much more present and 
difficult to ignore for “Aryan” Germans.27 The badge, a standardized 
small piece of cloth, directly confronted the Germans defined as 
“Aryans” with their excluded ‘other’ in the public space.  
One might say that the Star of David in the snow, intended to be 
a Christian Star on a Christmas tree, completes the material 
constellation that incites Mertens to turn against Brückner. The 
Christmas tree on Susanne’s chest of drawers brings back Mertens’ 
memories of the mass killing. In a metonymic way, this emphasizes 
his estrangement from any well-ordered domestic space, and links 
this space directly to the army’s own version of domesticity, of 
building a proper German home in the occupied territories. But 
Susanne’s apartment has already also been linked to her background 
as a victim of the regime. The chest of drawers on which the 
Christmas tree stands was already filling the screen at the moment 
when Mertens was about to take possession of Susanne’s camera. 
Now her apartment suddenly becomes once more invested with 
Mertens’ feelings of guilt and shame, this time with respect to the 
mass killings during the war.28   
  
26  See Kaplan 1998: 157-160. On the ubiquity of the expression “then one day they 
just disappeared” in postwar recollections see Stern 2009: 21-43.  
27  The first mass deportations of Jews from the territory of the German Empire 
had taken place in February 1940. From January 1940 onwards, Jews were 
forbidden to buy shoes, leather or cloth, from August onwards they were not 
allowed to possess any property, see Tofahrn 2003: 74, 77. 
28  What follows is Mertens’ attempt to kill Brückner, Susanne rushing to him and 
preventing this act and, finally, Mertens’ declamatory statement about the 
“obligation to accuse” the guilty, accompanied by images of innumerable crosses 
marking soldier’s graves. The non-violent ending was imposed by the Soviet 
occupier, see Shandley 2001: 42. 
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All of the objects in the apartment whose affective impact is 
highlighted through dramatic close-ups relate to Mertens’ emotional 
states,29 whereas the film foregrounds Susanne’s affective relation only 
to the remnants of his past, like the letter from Brückner and Mertens’ 
handwritten diary. Instead of giving expression to feelings related to 
her experience as a victim of the Nazi rule, Susanne obsessively 
reorganizes the domestic space in a matter-of-fact way that leaves no 
space for her own suffering, only for his. I would describe this 
combination as an arrangement of gender roles in which the male 
character’s paralyzing feelings of guilt and shame are meant to be 
relieved through the woman/victim bestowing both her newly 
ordered material possessions and part of her identity upon him, as 
two inextricably connected offerings.  
Between Yesterday and Tomorrow also contains an instance of the 
victim’s gesture of selflessly silencing her own distressful experience 
and simultaneously handing over her material possessions in order to 
enable her male counterpart to recover his identity. In the Palasthotel, 
that fateful night of March 1938, Nelly Dreyfuss meets her ex-
husband Corty, who tells her about his professional troubles, while 
she constantly minimizes the suffering of her own life in hiding. Nelly 
offers Corty her full attention and compassion as well as her valuable 
necklace, so that he can start anew.30 In Nelly’s actions, the double 
meaning of the German concept of ‘Opfer’ including both ‘victim’ 
and ‘sacrifice’ comes to life. She had accepted a divorce for the sake 
of her husband’s career, giving up the protection that marriage to an 
“Aryan” would have afforded her. Both the transfer of the necklace 
and her sudden death seal this sacrifice.  
  
29  Aside from the already mentioned camera, Christmas tree on the chest of 
drawers and Star of David/Christmas star, this is also true for the pistol that 
Brückner gives back to Mertens and that Mertens pulls out of a cupboard when 
he leaves the apartment on Christmas Eve. 
30  As her husband refuses to take the necklace, later that same evening Nelly 
Dreyfuss asks Rott, who is merely an acquaintance, to deliver the necklace to 
Corty in her name. This is why the hotel manager, who witnesses the scene, 
concludes from Nelly’s death and Rott’s disappearance that Rott must have 
betrayed Dreyfuss to the Gestapo in order to keep the necklace for himself and 
run away with it.  
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In both films, a woman’s position as victim of Nazi rule is 
connected with a specific relation to the material world from which 
arises the equally specific material form of her sacrifice. While on the 
one hand, Susanne and Kat, both played by Hildegard Knef, share 
many characteristics as postwar women, on the other, Susanne and 
Nelly as victims strongly differ from each other. Susanne becomes an 
embodiment of the good German housewife, giving her increasingly 
well-ordered home to the German man in her life. Nelly’s 
appearance, to the contrary, is enmeshed in material luxury. Against 
this background, her necklace with its rather antique design conjures 
up stereotypes of Jewish wealth, older connotations of bourgeois 
women representing the family’s social status by wearing sumptuous 
jewelry, as well as the nineteenth-century image of the beautiful 
Jewess associated with material fetishism.31  
Male guilt, female dispossession, and the city rubble 
It often goes without saying that the city rubble as an off-screen 
reality captured on screen was also an inescapable reminder of the 
experience of the bombings that Germans tried to make sense of. In 
his study on anti-Semitism and philo-Semitism in postwar Germany, 
Frank Stern has pointed out how bombing was “viewed by the 
German population as terror from the skies, a response to terror 
against the Jews.”32  
Both films contain a crucial scene in which the moral conflict 
about dispossessed property and its ensuing legacy of guilt is directly 
related to the experience of the bombings. The discussion between 
Susanne and Mertens about which of them has a right to use the 
apartment takes a pivotal turn when Mertens invites Susanne to look 
out on the rubble of Berlin. When she confirms that she has been “in 
  
31  On jewelry and women in Victorian literature see Arnold 2011. I assume here 
that the perceptions studied by Arnold were at least to some degree also valid for 
Germany. On the connection between the figure of the beautiful Jewess, material 
fetishism and oriental abundance in German literature see Bischoff 2013: 
especially 447-455.  
32  Stern 1992: 6-7. On the bombings as “some of the most penetrating and central 
factors of the antagonistic memory”, see Stern 2009: 28.  
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a safe place” during the bombings, her past as a victim of the Nazi 
rule disappears behind the theme of the bombings and their material 
results. This move alleviates Mertens’ morally uncomfortable position 
as tenant, or occupant, of her apartment and as a thief of her 
property. Moreover the scene visually connects Susanne’s apartment 
with the outside world of the destroyed city, with both characters 
looking through the broken window filmed from the outside. The 
shift of attention from the apartment to the rubble eventually enables 
the plot to focus on Mertens’ other moral problems with respect to 
the past, leaving the apartment in its current state as a silent and 
opaque background of his unease.  
In Between Yesterday and Tomorrow, the scene relating to this motif 
takes place during a flashback presented as Kat’s memory of how she 
came to know about the necklace. On the night of the “great air-raid” 
of Munich, Kat was working as a waitress in the bar of the 
Palasthotel, when Nelly’s ex-husband enters as a guest. As Kat 
inquires about the jewelry box protruding from his coat pocket, he 
answers her while opening the box and tenderly touching the 
necklace: he tells her that he received the jewelry when he was in 
despair, sold it to start a new life, then bought it back, in order to 
“never give it away again”. With his hands resting on the jewelry box, 
Corty sits at exactly the place he sat with Nelly the night of her death. 
As the camera shows first the empty seat and then a close-up on 
Corty’s face, dramatic music rises, emphasizing his inner affliction 
with respect to her absence as well as with respect to the necklace.  
Aesthetically, it is a classic melodramatic scene, turning the 
objective reality of the screen into the inner reality of the protagonist to 
become an emotional experience of the spectator.33 The dramatic 
music merges with and eventually fades to the sirens announcing the 
approaching air-raid which will destroy the city, kill Corty, and bury the 
necklace under the rubble. The configuration of the necklace in Corty’s 
hands, the empty seat and the dramatic music transformed into air-raid 
sirens, captures in an impressively accurate way how the intermingled 
experience of owning this dispossessed object, with its accompanying 
feelings of guilt, merges with the overwhelming catastrophe of the 
  
33  On this esthetic of melodrama, see Kappelhoff 2004. 
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bombings, in which Corty chooses to die by leaving the shelter. The 
iconic shot of the final scene of the film brings together both the 
problematic legacy of dispossession and the result of the bombings, as 
Kat weeps while leaning over the steel locker where she had found the 
necklace amidst the rubble of the hotel.  
In both films, the two female victims of the regime lose the 
unquestioned ownership of their possessions, due to the way German 
society under Nazi rule treats, or has treated, them. It is because of 
this background that both Nelly’s necklace and Susanne’s furnished 
apartment have a troubling material presence that infuses both 
cinematic stories in different and complex ways. As mentioned 
earlier, this type of situation has to be taken seriously as referring to 
an equally complex and troubling social reality in postwar Germany. 
In fact, only by taking this social reality seriously from the outset, as 
suggested in the first part of this article, does it become possible to 
pay attention to and detect the way it informs these complex 
cinematic narratives. Material objects as “tangible events” relating to a 
concrete postwar reality both separate and connect the male and 
female characters of the film, revealing how postwar material culture 
worked to produce male guilt and female innocence. 
Instead of acknowledging women’s involvement in the process of 
“Aryanization” and dispossession, the film narratives deal with the 
presence of the past crimes in the form of dispossessed property by 
blurring the status of victim and woman. As the problem of male guilt 
relates in these films in a peculiar way to the dispossessed belongings of 
a female victim, the problem of dispossession (and the related mass 
murder) is intermingled with the challenge of postwar gender relations. 
The physical act of cleaning up and re-ordering is not only established 
as a female task, but is also supposed to solve the problem of the Third 
Reich’s uncomfortably present material remains through women’s 
physical interventions. Since the act of reordering, however, also 
repeats the act of dispossession (Kat), or is presented as possibly linked 
to ideals tainted by National Socialist culture (Susanne), the two films –
 and this is what makes them particularly interesting – also, at least 
subliminally, suggest that the cultural desire to have German women 
cleaning away the moral legacy inscribed into these vestiges of the past 
might have its own problematic moral implications.  
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